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James L, anything was added to the mass of saga or romance :
though the old was continually handed down and in the
transmission reshaped and modernized. Poets were now
allied to the historian as recorders and commentators,
making their songs of praise or satire. How much worth
there is which survives of their work may be questioned ;
certainly it is not all high poetry. But it is all educated
work, maintaining throughout a strict standard of literary
style. Nothing could be less like folk-song than this verse,
as professional in its way as the work of Pope's day in
English. Yet, unlike Pope and his contemporaries who
sought to be clear as the clearest prose, these professional
bards disdained the common public. They wrote for the
learned who could judge their technical skill and follow
their allusions.
A great change came with the seventeenth century
when the old patrons of the professional poets began to be
rooted out of the soil, and it was plain to all the Gaels that
the whole structure of Gaelic knowledge might be ruined
and disappear. Two works are significant, dating from the
first thirty years after Elizabeth's death. One is the vast
compilation known as the Annals of the Four Masters,
made by four scribes working in Donegal. They had
travelled all over Ireland seeking out whatever chronicles
were preserved, and from them they put together year by
year an account of the history of Ireland as die Gael knew
it. The book is now indispensable to students, but even
men who know modern Gaelic read it in a translation ;
for it was deliberately written in the archaic language still
maintained by the professional schools. An Irish chieftain
paid for the work and it was preserved carefully apart.
But, about the same time, a priest, Geoffrey Keating,
faced with the same fact of decaying knowledge, wrote a
history of Ireland in the language of his day ; and hundreds
of copies of his book were made in writing and passed